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This study aims to identify a clear instance of non-peaceful power transition in Iran’s history
(specifically during the Kayanian era) by drawing on evidence from the Shahnameh and other
authoritative historical texts. The goal is to challenge the idealized narrative of a smooth and
peaceful succession. The research adopts a text-based historical analysis approach. It compares
the accounts found in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh with older sources, such as Dinavari’s Akhbar
al-Taval, while also considering the broader intellectual and social contexts of the time—
particularly the influence of the Shu’ubiyya movement. Evidence relating to the king’s (Kay
Kavus) behavior, the role of warriors (especially Rostam), and the succession process of Kay
Khosrow has been collected and analyzed. The findings reveal several unprecedented actions
that point to a collapse of royal authority. These include Rostam openly insulting the king and
killing his wife (Sudabeh) without any reaction from Kay Kavus, as well as Rostam—not the
king—issuing the order to attack Turan and sending the spoils of war to Zabolestan. Such events
indicate that power had effectively left the court. Furthermore, the ambiguity and contradictions
in the sources regarding Kay Kavus’s fate—ranging from voluntary abdication to deposition
and imprisonment—alongside Dinavari’s explicit report that he was imprisoned for the rest of
his life, strongly suggest that a non-peaceful transfer of power did take place. It appears that
the narrators, influenced by the Shu’ubiyya movement, deliberately reshaped the events into
a peaceful narrative. Their aim was likely to present Kay Khosrow as an ideal, powerful, and
successful Iranian ruler—a model of superior Persian governance—by smoothing over the more
problematic aspects of how he came to power.
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Introduction

In Iranian history, when a king died, many people from the royal family or powerful families would usually claim the throne.
This led to fights and instability. You can even see memories of these conflicts in old folk tales. The national epics, like the
Shahnameh, are considered a kind of history of the people in eastern Iran.

In the historical part of the Shahnameh (after Alexander’s invasion), there are stories of claimants fighting for the
throne. But in the legendary and heroic parts, except for the story of Salm, Tur, and Iraj, there are almost no reports of such
fights for power. This is strange because it does not match the real history of Iran.

Only one study has shown that the transfer of power from Goshtasp to Bahman was not peaceful. This article looks at
another example of a non-peaceful transfer of power that happened several centuries earlier: the transfer from King Kay-
Kavus to Kay-Khosrow.

The main questions of this research are: 1) Are there signs of a non-peaceful transfer of power in the story of Kay-
Kavus and Kay-Khosrow? 2) How can these signs be recognized and interpreted in the hidden layers of Ferdowsi’s story? 3)
What factors made Ferdowsi (or his sources) hide or soften the political violence in this succession?

Method

This research uses a qualitative method based on content analysis of texts. The main text studied is the story of Kay-Kavus
and Kay-Khosrow in Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh, along with other related historical and epic sources. The methods used are
“social semiotics” and “critical discourse analysis” to find hidden signs of power struggle. Data was collected from libraries
and then analyzed.

Results
The findings show several signs of a non-peaceful transfer of power:

1. Killing of Sudabeh: After Siavash (Kay-Khosrow’s father) is killed, Rostom goes to the palace, insults King
Kay-Kavus, and kills his wife Sudabeh in front of him. The king does not react at all. This is a huge insult to the
king’s authority.

2. Strong Protest by Rostom: Rostom strongly criticizes the king, blaming him for Siavash’s death because of his bad
judgment and being under Sudabeh’s influence. Kay-Kavus only cries and says nothing in response. No other noble
or warrior defends the king.

3. Rostom’s Independent Actions: Rostom orders the first attack on Turan to avenge Siavash without waiting for the
king’s order. He stays in Turan for seven years, acting like a king. When he returns, he sends all the war spoils to his
own land (Zabol), not to the king.

4. Interference in Choosing the Successor: Two great warriors, Goudarz and Toos, start a fight over who should be the
next king (Kay-Khosrow or Fariborz). They do not ask the king’s opinion first. Kay-Kavus is forced to set up a test
to solve their conflict, showing he is no longer in control.

5. Strong Role of Rostom’s Family: Rostom and his family control all major events after Siavash’s death. In one Kurd-
ish story, Zal (Rostom’s father) even sits on the king’s throne temporarily. In a popular tale (toumar), Zal and Rostom
put the crown on Kay-Khosrow’s head themselves.

6. Confusion about Kay Kavus’s Fate: Different sources give different endings for Kay-Kavus. Some say he stepped
down willingly. Others say he died naturally. But an old source (Dinavari) clearly says he was removed from power
and imprisoned until he died. Another source says Iran was without a king for three years. This confusion suggests
the truth was hidden.

7. Role of the Shu’ubiyya Movement: The Shu’ubiyya was a cultural movement of non-Arab Muslims, mostly Irani-

ans, who wanted to show the greatness of pre-Islamic Iran. To create a perfect, heroic image of Iranian kings like

Kay-Khosrow, they likely softened or removed the violent parts of the story, like the forced removal of Kay-Kavus.



@ Journal of Heroic Literature \‘3@

Volume 3, Issue 5, 2025

i f ol o J\

Conclusions

The evidence shows that the transfer of power from Kay-Kavus to Kay-Khosrow was not peaceful. After the tragic killing
of Siavash, which happened because of the king’s weakness and bad decisions, the king’s authority completely collapsed.
Powerful warriors like Rostom humiliated the king, killed his wife, and made key decisions. The king became helpless.
The confusion in the historical sources about how Kay-Kavus died, and the actions of the Shu’ubiyya movement to create a
clean, heroic story, both point to one fact: Kay-Kavus was likely removed from power, imprisoned, or possibly killed. This
event follows the common pattern in Iranian history where a weak king loses power through force, not peacefully
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